, John Ledyard was first 
American to see Pacific 


Northwest coast 


A name virtually lost to | 


history is that of John 
Ledyard, an American 


Marco Polo who was one of , 


the first to see the profit 
possibilities of the fur trade 
in the Pacific Northwest, 
and who may have inspired 
the Lewis and Clark 
expedition. 

Ledyard was born and 
reared in Connecticut, the 
son of a seafaring 
Englishman. After 
graduating from Groton 
College young Ledyard 
decided he wanted to see 
the world on board a ship. 
He went to England and 
offered his services to 
Captain James Cook, who 
was getting ready for his 
third historic voyage to the 
New World. Cook hired 
him, and in 1775 the 
expedition set sail. 


Among Ledyard’s 


shipmates were such young | 


men as George Vancouver 
and Henry Roberts. The 
former honored the latter 
by giving his name to a 
point that is now an isolated 
part of the United States 
just south of the British 
Columbia border. 

Not until the expedition 
returned to England did the 
crew know of the American 
Revolution and the 
separation of the colonies 
from the mother country. 

John Ledyard was the 
only resident of the 
American colonies on the 
expedition, hence he became 
the first American to lay 
eyes on the west ‘coast of 
Oregon, Washington, British 
Columbia and Alaska. 

On Vancouver Island the 
crew traded with the 
Indians for beaver and otter 
skins. They discovered that 
one of the Indians had a 
metal knife, which Ledyard 
immediately recognized as 


. having originated among the 


Indians of the east coast. 
His imagination went wild! 
Somehow this knife had 
been traded from tribe to 
tribe until it spanned the 
continent. Therefore, it 
must be possible to cross 
North America by land! 
After the expedition left 
the Hawaiian Islands, where 
Captain Cook was 
murdered, the ship went to 
China. Here Ledyard and his 
fellow crew members sold 
their furs to the rich 
Mandarins for fabulous 
prices. Ledyard’s 
imagination began ticking 
again. Think of the fortunes 
that could be made by 
trading with the Indians for 
furs and selling them to the 


, Chinese! 


This idea obsessed 


* Ledyard until his return to 


Connecticut at the end of 
the voyage. 

He immediately went to 
work writing his journal of 
the third Cook expedition, 
which was published long 
before the “official” version 
made its appearance in 
England. His next step was 
to try to interest American 
merchants in sending him as 
head of a trading mission to 
the west coast and on to 
China. After several 
attempts, he gave up. The 
merchants of the new 
republic were not yet ready 
for such financial risks. 


Perhaps. they thought this 


enthusiastic young 
adventurer was some kind 
of nut. 

Ledyard went to France 
where he contacted the 
American ambassador, 
Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson 
had already proposed a 
cross country expedition to 
California. Ledyard told 
him of his plan to go west 
on a trading mission and to 
walk back over the Rockies 
to the east coast of the U.S. 
Jefferson proposed he 
contact John Paul Jones, 
the privateer. 

Jones liked Ledyard’s 
idea and agreed to finance 


the expedition after he had 
collected for the war booty 
he had sold to the French 
and Danes. But collections 
from France were slow, and 
Denmark retumed the 
booty to England after the 
revolution. So Jones backed 
down. 


Ledyard ended up hiring 
out to a British expedition 
up the Nile River, but died 
of illness in Cairo before the 
journey got underway. 

Ledyard’s dream was 
eventually realized. Robert 
Gray of Boston initiated the 
American fur trade in 1791 


and the following year 


discovered and named the 
Columbia River. The Lewis 


and Clark expedition of | 


1804-06 came to the Pacific 
Northwest rather than to 
California, as Jefferson had 
originally proposed. It 
became known in history as 
the greatest voyage of 
exploration ever made. For 
over two years it made its 
way on its own devices 
without communication 
with civilization, and lost 
only one man, from an 
illness that would have 
taken him if he had stayed 
at home! —M.B. 


